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[John Ross is a free-lance journalist who has written on Mexican political and economic affairs for
years. He has written several books on Chiapas, including The War Against Oblivion Zapatista
Chronicles 1994-2000]
Leaders of the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (EZLN) are planning a tour of 10 states
and Mexico City in February and March to consolidate support in Mexico and lobby the Mexican
Congress to approve legislation on indigenous rights, which has been held up for many years.
The indigenous-rights initiative was negotiated by the rebels and government envoys in February
1996. The agreements defined protection of Indian culture and civil rights and awarded Mexico's 56
distinct indigenous nations a degree of administrative autonomy from federal and state regulations
(see SourceMex, 1996-03-21, 1997-03-12).
Former President Ernesto Zedillo rejected the initiatives, leading to the stalemate in negotiations
between the EZLN and the government (see SourceMex, 1997-07-03). President Vicente Fox
submitted the indigenous-rights legislation to Congress shortly after assuming office in December
2000 (see SourceMex, 2000-12-13).

Zapatistas seek to seize initiative from Fox
The EZLN tour is considered an effort to seize the initiative from President Fox, whose repeated
and much publicized peace overtures in recent weeks have stolen the EZLN's thunder. On Feb.
25, EZLN charismatic spokesman Subcomandante Marcos and 23 other members of the Zapatista
general command will begin the trip from their outpost of La Realidad in the Lacandon Jungle,
accompanied by hundreds perhaps thousands of Mexican and international partisans, a media
army, and elements of the Policia Federal Preventiva (PFP).
But the Zapatistas may be taking a huge gamble because passage of the indigenous-rights
legislation is far from certain, and public support for the EZLN is not as strong as it has been in
recent years. For example, a rally in Mexico City on Jan. 12 attracted no more than 600 supporters,
many of whom were student activists who participated in a strike that seized control of the
Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico (UNAM) for nine months in 1999 (see SourceMex,
1999-06-02, 2000-02-16).
The rally was held to commemorate the date in 1994 when members of civil society gathered at
Mexico City's huge Zocalo to demand a cease-fire in Chiapas. That 1994 rally attracted more than
100,000 members of civil society, a loose-knit, left-leaning amalgam that stands outside the party
system and that tends to take action whenever social discontent is afoot in the land.
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The EZLN has sent delegations up to Mexico City on three previous occasions: * In 1995,
Comandante Ramona defied Zedillo's objections by coming to the capital for the founding of
the Congreso Nacional Indigenista (CNI). * In 1997, 1,111 Zapatistas marched on Mexico City to
lobby Mexico's first majority-opposition Congress to pass the Indian Rights accord. * In 1999, 5,000
representatives of rebel base communities fanned out to every region of the country (nearly a
thousand came to Mexico City) to participate in a national referendum, which registered 3,000,000
votes in favor of the Indian Rights measure. Each time the Mayan rebels have come to the Mexican
capital, they have been welcomed by massive, wildly enthusiastic throngs. But the forthcoming trip
may not follow the same script.

EZLN looks to boost sagging support from civil society
Marcos and the EZLN leaders could face a lonely welcome if this year's Jan. 12 event is a measure
of the response the Zapatistas will receive when they arrive in Mexico City on March 6. Indeed, if
the turnout is smaller than that of 1997 when perhaps 200,000 supporters filled the Zocalo President
Fox and many members of Congress could feel justified in ignoring the EZLN's demands that the
indigenous-rights bill become the law of the land.
There is little question that the EZLN's numbers are down drastically from the first years of their
rebellion. Seven years of stalemate have chipped away at support and tarnished the allure of the
movement. Fox has given lip service to promoting passage of the indigenous-rights legislation, but
his commitment to reaching a full-fledged peace with the EZLN has at times been questioned by
the Zapatistas and their supporters. Fox, like Zedillo, is said to frown upon the EZLN's visit to the
capital. \
Although public disagreements between the EZLN and Fox are getting renewed publicity for the
rebels, the story has been on the back burner for so long that press interest has grown ice cold.
The EZLN's own long silences have reinforced this sense of lost urgency. There was not a single
pronouncement from EZLN leaders from June of 2000 until Fox's inauguration on Dec. 1.
Fox's historic upset of the long-ruling Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) on July 2, 2000,
strengthened the appeal of the electoral option as an avenue for change in Mexico and diminished
the no-longer-ruling party as a common enemy for the Zapatistas and the rest of the left. Moreover,
the overwhelming defeat of Cuauhtemoc Cardenas, founder of the Partido de la Revolucion
Democratica (PRD), all but erased the electoral left from the Mexican Congress a blow to the
fortunes of the EZLN, which needs the PRD as both a foil and an interlocutor.
By the same token, the failure of the UNAM strike that collapsed after months of sectarian infighting
has also disheartened the nonelectoral left that is the backbone of Zapatista support in Mexico City.
The EZLN's own mass political organizations, the Frente Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional (FZLN)
and the CNI have fallen upon dour days as graphically demonstrated by the meager turnout at
this year's Jan. 12 rally. Marcos recently turned his back on the FZLN and appointed veteran social
activist Rosario Ibarra to head the Zapatista information center, which is coordinating the EZLN
journey to the big city.
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But even if the Zapatista locomotive were still traveling with a full head of steam, civil society
remains a difficult beast to arouse. In despair at a lack of mobilization at a crucial juncture in the
rebellion several years ago, Marcos said only the shedding of "Indian blood" would wake civil
society up. True to form, following the tragic massacre of 46 Tzotzil Indian rebel supporters at
Christmas 1997, the civil society filled the Zocalo to overflowing, the last time that it has done so in
response to a Zapatista call for action.
Vicente Fox, unlike his predecessor Zedillo, does not yet have Indian blood on his hands. In fact,
Fox is waging a full-court press for peace in Chiapas. Since taking office in December, Fox has
ordered 53 military checkpoints in the conflict zone dismantled, although one-third of these have
been reinstalled. He has also released a handful of the 103 Zapatista prisoners held in Chiapas jails,
vacated three of the seven military outposts near EZLN strongholds that the rebels have demanded
be shuttered as one condition of their return to the peace table, and sent the Indian Rights bill on to
Congress at last.
Each of these gestures has been accompanied by a maximum media blitz. For example, 16 Latin
American ambassadors were flown to Chiapas to witness the evacuation of a tiny garrison near
the EZLN autonomous municipality of Che Guevara on Jan. 10. During the first 50 days of his
presidency, Fox's marketing strategy for Chiapas has been to portray his peace efforts as generous
concessions and paint the Zapatistas as "intransigents" who do not really want to settle the conflict.
Fox's strategy of partial concession and pulling back the military to fortified bases in the conflict
zone seems to follow the suggestions of the Chiapas 2000 Strategy Plan, allegedly drawn up by
military intelligence and submitted to the new commander in chief when he took office. In excerpts
of the document published in Milenio magazine, the President is advised to neutralize rebel issues
through limited concessions and then isolate the Zapatistas as intransigent when they insist that
their demands be fully satisfied.
While the EZLN begrudgingly concedes that the new administration has made "advances" in
resolving the conflict, EZLN leaders are deeply distrustful of a federal government that has reneged
many times on past promises.

Indigenous-rights bill faces long odds in Congress
If they finally arrive in Mexico City, the EZLN leaders will discover that the capital's usually
poisonous air is laced with an extra dose of venom. Long before the March 6 arrival date, the drum
roll of media sniping has already begun. A recent nightly pulse-taking by Television Azteca asked
whether the Zapatistas should be allowed to come armed to the nation's capital.
But the EZLN has never suggested it would travel to Mexico City armed. The rebels will, however,
come masked. For the Zapatistas, ski masks are the symbols of their struggle for recognition. The
Mayan rebels argue that indigenous people survived "sin rostros," or "without faces," and were not
seen by whites until they donned ski masks. As many observers have noted, the EZLN's masks have
unmasked Mexican racism.
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Nonetheless, legislators from Fox's Partido Accion Nacional (PAN) have declared that they will bar
masked Zapatistas from the Senate and Chamber of Deputies should they seek an audience to press
their demands for the indigenous- rights bill. "Anyone who wears a sock on his head is not getting
in this door," PAN Senate leader Diego Fernandez de Cevallos said in sarcastic remarks to the press.
Even if the EZLN leaders are allowed to enter the halls of Congress, passage of the indigenousrights bill is dubious at best. PRI "dinosaurs," led by hard-liner Manuel Bartlett Diaz, are just as
scornful of the measure as is Fernandez de Cevallos. Both PAN and PRI loyalists insist they will seek
modifications in the text.
The problem is that the EZLN has often declared that "not one comma" of the agreement can be
changed. Such an entrenched position seems ready-made for accusations of EZLN intransigence.
Despite the long odds, EZLN leaders are committed to traveling to the capital to make their case
before Congress. The EZLN has taken such gambles before and their audacity has often paid off,
most notably on Jan. 1, 1994, when they rose up in arms against a powerful Mexican government and
the civil society came to the rescue to prevent their annihilation.

-- End --
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